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SUBSTANCE USE BEHAVIORS OF COLLEGE STUDENTS
ABSTRACT
Traditional-age college students are continuing to live with their parents at higher
percentages than at any time during recent history. However, little research has been
conducted during the last 15 years on multiple substance use behaviors of this population
and how those behaviors compare to traditional-age students who live in residence halls
on campuses.
The purpose of this study is to better understand the differences in alcohol,
cigarette, and marijuana usage behaviors of traditional-age students who live with their
parents and those who live in residence halls, as well as how those behaviors change as
students age in both environments. Using a quantitative research method, an analysis of
15,786 students between the ages of 18 and 22 at 39 universities was completed to
determine their usage of the substances identified during the 30 days preceding the
completion of the survey in 2010.
The results found that differences did exist between the usage behaviors of
students who lived with their parents and those who lived in residence halls. A lower
percentage of students who lived with their parents used alcohol, cigarettes and marijuana
than did students who lived in residence halls. However, the percentages of students who
lived with their parents who used those substances grew at faster rates as those students
aged, than did their peers who lived in residence halls. The findings may be used to
inform the design and implementation of student affairs programs aimed at those students
who live with their parents.
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SUBSTANCE USE BEHAVIORS OF COLLEGE STUDENTS
CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Throughout American history, the transition from high school to college has been
perceived by society as a major step toward adulthood. Every fall, millions of 18-yearolds move from the safety, comfort, and structure of their parents‟ homes to cramped
dormitories and Greek houses where they make many of their own decisions for the first
time in their lives (Arnett, 2010). They learn to think critically about their own beliefs
and those of others, hone their choices of careers, and they learn to love and become
comfortable with intimacy (Arnett, 2000). While some young people handle these
freedoms well and become well-adjusted adults, others have a more difficult time
adjusting and exhibit behaviors that are unhealthy (Slutske, 2005). In fact, traditional-age
college students, those between the ages of 18 and 25, typically exhibit more risk
behaviors than non-college-attending peers of the same age (Slutske, 2005).
For many of the last 200 years, colleges and universities have provided housing
for many of their students out of necessity. According to Blimling (2003), in the 18th and
19th century, students, many of whom were in middle adolescence, had to travel great
distances to attend college. Unlike the English system of residential education which
focused on faculty mentoring so that young men could assume the responsibilities of their
class, American residence halls “did not provide students with the same intellectual
atmosphere and social spirit” (Blimling, 2003, p. 25). Beginning in the mid-19th century
and continuing through the populist movement of the early 20th century and the
accompanying support for public universities, higher education became an avenue for
social and economic improvement for youth. According to Rudolph (1990), “„State
College‟ also became synonymous with opportunity, which was a synonym for America

1

SUBSTANCE USE BEHAVIORS OF COLLEGE STUDENTS
itself” (p. 264). Living on campus in residence halls became a rite of passage, a
separation from adolescence and the work and family responsibilities of adulthood
(Arnett, 2010). In 1950, 90% of college students were between the ages of 18 and 21,
and a large percentage lived in campus residence halls (Connick, 2007).
To accommodate students who were members of the baby boom generation, in
the 1960s states opened more colleges and universities in urban areas (Scott, 2006).
These institutions were designed to make higher education more accessible to larger
numbers of citizens who lived off campus, either on their own or with their parents, but
they did not always fit easily into the established structure of American higher education.
Stewart (1983) noted that six factors exist which have traditionally limited support for
commuter students at many universities. First, as was noted previously in this study, the
history of higher education is mostly residential. Second, commuter students are not
homogenous. Many are traditional age students, but others are older, have families, are
socioeconomically disadvantaged, or work full time. Third, the role of student affairs
professionals in supporting commuter students is often unclear. Fourth, more emphasis
and awareness of commuter needs began occurring at times when campuses were facing
shrinking resources. Fifth, staff assigned to commuter needs have traditionally been
lower in the organizational structure. Finally, the commuter students themselves often
don‟t request services. Even traditional-age students who would be likely to develop
academic and social relationships with other traditional-age students are often limited by
not living on campus or work obligations.
More recent studies have revealed similar differences between commuter students
and those who live on campus. Clark (2006) noted that commuter students are often
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isolated, silent and they have to start over each semester. “Because commuter students
lacked a common ongoing experience, such as might be found on a residential campus,
they found it difficult to sustain classroom-based friendships from one semester to the
next, when class schedules changed” (Clark, 2006, p. 5). Kodama (2002) found that a
lack of on-campus support for commuter students was positively associated with their
feelings of marginality.
Although students who lived with their parents felt less connected to their
institutions and their on-campus peers, their numbers continued to grow. By the 21st
century, according to the National Retail Foundation (2010), more than half (51.8%) of
all college students lived with their parents in 2010, up from 49.7% in 2007. These
students have different social experiences and relationships with their fellow students and
often are at a disadvantage in adjusting to college life. Newbold, Mehta, and Forbus
(2011) found that commuters of all ages were less involved in campus activities, less
likely to identify with the institution, and less likely to believe the institution had a good
reputation. This lack of connection to the institution underscores differences in
experiences between those students and their traditional, residential colleagues. Those
differences may result in different levels of risk behavior and substance use.
Alcohol consumption by college and university students has been recognized as a
problem for decades. In a recent report, the U.S. surgeon general stated that “the negative
consequences of alcohol use on college campuses are particularly serious and pervasive”
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2007, p. 13). The same report indicated
that about 80% of college students drink alcohol and 40% exhibit binge drinking
behavior, defined as consuming five drinks at a sitting for men and four drinks in a sitting
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for women. Because of the prevalence of alcohol consumption by college students, a
large amount of research has been conducted on the subject, much of it focused on the
traits of binge drinkers. Although living environment traditionally has not been a variable
of focus in alcohol-related research, some researchers have included where students live
in the analysis in their studies.
Use of tobacco by college students has also been identified as a public health
concern (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2007). As such, much of the
research on college students has focused on prevention of smoking and cessation for
those who have started. More recent work has been concentrated on the effect of
institutional anti-smoking policies on smoking behavior. However, as is the case with
drinking, few studies have included living arrangement in their analysis.
While many student affairs practitioners focus on binge drinking, smoking, and
other risk behaviors, marijuana usage has been increasing on college campuses during the
past two decades (Mohler-Kuo, Lee, & Wechsler, 2003). Unlike the possession and
consumption of alcohol, the possession of marijuana was illegal for all age groups until
both Colorado and Washington passed legalization measures in 2012 (Roffman, 2013).
The relationship between living arrangement as a variable and marijuana use has been
studied occasionally, but the results of those studies have been mixed.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to evaluate the differences between the alcohol,
cigarettes and marijuana use of traditional-age college students who live in residence
halls and those who live with their parents. Why is it important to better understand these
differences? As the National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia
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University (2007) noted “research consistently demonstrates that parents hold one of the
most important keys to children‟s decisions of whether or not to drink, smoke or use
drugs” (p. 43). The same report urged colleges and universities to work with parents to
influence the substance use behaviors of students with the following statement:
Although few researchers or prevention specialists focus on the parents of college
students – assuming that once their children are adults or leave home, parents no
longer have much of an impact – emerging research suggests that colleges and
universities can look to parents as an untapped resource in helping to tackle
student substance use and its adverse consequences” (National Center on
Addiction and Substance Abuse, 2007, p. 101).
As the report noted, there is a paucity of recent research that explores the
differences between substance use rates among students who live with their parents and
those who live in residence halls, and there is almost no current research on multiple
substance use behaviors in these groups. The intent of this study is to provide information
that will add to that body of knowledge regarding substance use behaviors of college
students and assist student affairs practitioners by informing programmatic decisions
targeted to students who live with their parents that are different than those for oncampus students.
Previous studies reveal that differences do exist in substance usage rates of
traditional college students who live in residence halls and those who live at home with
their parents. Gfroerer, Greenblatt and Wright (1997) found that students who live with
their parents had a lower incidence of heavy alcohol use as compared to those living on
campus. Similar results were found by other authors (O‟Malley & Johnson, 2002;
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Wechsler, Lee, Nelson, & Kuo, 2002; Jones, Harel & Levinson, 1992). Tobacco use has
been shown to be higher in students who live with their parents than those who live on
campus (Gfroerer et al., 1997; Jones et al., 1992; Brunt & Rhee, 2008). As noted earlier,
marijuana usage results have been mixed. Gfroerer et al. found that students who lived
with their parents had a lower rate of marijuana usage, but later studies indicate either no
relationship to living environment (White, McMorris, Catalano, Fleming, Haggerty, &
Abbot, 2006), or that students living at home with parents were more likely to use
marijuana than those who lived in residence halls (Sessa, 2005).
Every year, the American College Health Association (ACHA) conducts the
National College Health Assessment (NCHA), a survey of thousands of college students,
both undergraduate and graduate, in a variety of living environments. The NCHA
includes questions about alcohol, tobacco and other drug use; sexual health issues;
weight, nutrition and exercise; mental health; and personal safety and violence (American
College Health Association, 2011). Data from the Fall 2010 survey will be used in the
present study.
The Problem Statement
The U.S. surgeon general has named the prevention of alcohol and tobacco
consumption by people under the age of 21 as important public health goals for the nation
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2007; U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, 2012). In those reports, the surgeon general has specifically called on
schools and colleges to implement programs that assist in efforts to reduce rates of
substance use by young adults. However, as has been stated previously in this study, the
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tendencies of both researchers and practitioners are to focus on single substance abuse
rates of college students who live on college campuses.
According to Neinstein and Johnson (2012), “a college freshman is essentially a
high school senior without parents around. New students are usually enthralled with the
instant freedom they have in college and excited about the new friends they are making”
(p. 4). Such an assertion, made in an official publication of the Society of Adolescent
Health and Medicine, underscores the view that college students who live away from
their parents are traditional and somehow more normal than those who continue to live
with their parents. However, current research (National Retail Federation, 2010) shows
that a majority of students continue to live with their parents after enrolling in college. As
discussed above, college students who live with their parents have different experiences
than those who live on campus (Newbold et al., 2011; Sessa, 2005). Previous research
has shown that the two groups of students exhibit differences in substance use behaviors,
but, as noted above, much of this research looks on singular risk behaviors, such as
alcohol consumption or smoking. Thus, with an understanding that the reduction of
substance use by college students is a public health priority, this study is designed to
contribute to the literature and inform student affairs and public health practice by
examining the differences in substance use behaviors of college students based on their
living arrangement and to see if those results differ by age.
Since Gfroerer et al. (1997), few researchers have focused on multiple substance
use behaviors of American college students and the differences that students who live
with their parents have from those who live on campus in a residence hall. White et al.
(2006) compared both alcohol and marijuana usage of students who lived with their
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parents with those who lived away from home, but that study did not include tobacco
usage as a variable and did not specify where students lived (residence hall, fraternity or
sorority, apartment) if they did not live with their parents. Similarly, Sessa (2005) studied
alcohol and marijuana usage of male students by living arrangement, but not tobacco
usage. No studies have been located that examine the relationship between alcohol,
tobacco and marijuana usage and living arrangement since Gfroerer et al. (1997). Since
previous research has shown that substance use behaviors are related to other risk
behaviors (Mohler-Kuo et al., 2003), an examination of these multiple risk behaviors and
their association with living arrangement will provide a broader view of these health
challenges for college students.
Significance of the Study
The significance of this study will be to provide empirical information regarding
the substance use behaviors of traditional-college students and how those behaviors differ
between students who live in residence halls and those who live with their parents. Little
current research has been conducted regarding these characteristics, so the results are
intended to contribute usefully to the body of knowledge in this area. These traditionalage students who live with their parents are now the majority of college students, but they
have been underrepresented in previous research. It is helpful, therefore, to understand
the behaviors of both residential students and those students who live with their parents
within the context of theoretical frameworks that guide research on college students and
the influences on their behaviors.
Previous researchers have called for studies of more subjects in the area of
substance usage and living arrangement of college students. Although Patterson, Lerman,
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Kaufmann, Neuner, and Audrain-McGovern (2004) said “a growing body of evidence
suggests that living arrangements are associated with smoking behavior of college
students” (p. 205), “a reliance on small convenience samples in previous studies has also
limited the generalizability of the findings” (p. 209). They suggest samples should be
drawn from a variety of institutions and class years.
To respond to these suggestions, it is the intention of this study to fill a gap in the
recent literature by analyzing substance usage rates of college students who live on
campus in residence halls and those who live at home with their parents, using age as a
covariant.
Research Questions
The research questions that will guide this study are as follows:
1. How does the usage of alcohol, cigarettes, and marijuana differ among
traditional-age college students who live with their parents as compared to
those who live in an on-campus residence hall?
2. Does the usage of those substances differ by age in each group?
Definition of Terms
Terms which may have unfamiliar meaning or the possibility of being
misunderstood are defined below for the purposes of this study:
Binge drinking – consuming enough alcohol within about two hours that a
person‟s blood alcohol concentration (BAC) reaches .08%. This occurs after
about 4 drinks for women and 5 drinks for men (U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, 2013).
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Commuter students – college students who do not live in campus residence
halls or a fraternity or sorority. Commuter students may live with their
parents, in an apartment or other off-campus residence.
Emerging adulthood – the life stage which occurs between ages 18 and 25
(Arnett, 2000). Most college students who live with their parents and in
residence halls are in this stage of their lives.
Problem Behavior Theory (PBT) – a theoretical framework used to understand
adolescent behavior. The premise of the theory states that all behavior is the
result of person-environment interaction (Jessor & Jessor, 1977).
Residential students – college students who live on campus in a residence hall.
Risk behaviors – behaviors which threaten a person‟s health or wellbeing. The
U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention monitors six categories of
health-risk behavior for its Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System: actions
that contribute to unintentional injuries and violence, sexual behaviors that
contribute to unintended pregnancy or sexually transmitted disease
transmission, alcohol and other drug use, tobacco use, an unhealthy diet, and
inadequate physical activity (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
2012). The present study will focus on alcohol consumption, cigarette
smoking, and marijuana smoking.
Summary
College students who live in residence halls and those who live with their parents
share many similar traits. They are all emerging adults, and they are preparing for careers
and examining their goals and beliefs. However, each group has different social
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circumstances and environmental influences that may affect if and how they use alcohol,
cigarettes and marijuana. Students who live at home might perceive their parents as
providing more oversight of their behaviors than students living in residence halls would
receive from residential life staff and other students. The rationale for this study, along
with its significance, has been outlined in the previous sections of this chapter. In the
following chapter, a review of the literature will examine the subject matter of this
research more thoroughly.
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The purpose of this study is to examine relationships regarding the use of alcohol,
tobacco and marijuana and compare the risks exhibited by commuter students who live
with their parents with those who choose (and can afford) to live in residence halls. Using
problem behavior theory (PBT) and emerging adulthood theory, the results can be used
by student affairs practitioners at institutions with significant numbers of students who
live with their parents to design strategies focused on lowering risks in that population.
According to the U.S. Department of Labor (2010), 68.1% of American high
school graduates enrolled in colleges or universities during the semester after high-school
graduation. For many students, the transition means a significant adjustment to not only
the academic and time management pressures of college life, but new social stresses as
well. Those who live on campus must form new relationships with roommates, peer
groups, and adult authority figures. They are also better positioned to take advantage of
the opportunities that college life offers. Astin (1999) noted “indeed, simply by eating,
sleeping, and spending their waking hours on the college campus, residential students
have a better chance than do commuter students of developing a strong identification and
attachment to undergraduate life” (p. 523).
By contrast, those who live with their parents and commute to college are not
forced to adjust to as many social and cultural changes, and they are less engaged in
academic and student life activities than those who live on campus (Kuh, Gonyea, &
Palmer, 2001). According to Flanagan, Schulenberg, and Fuligni (1993), students who
lived at home “felt parents were oblivious to the responsibilities and demands they faced
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in college and treated them as if they were still in high school” (p. 183). In a study of
male residential and off-campus college students, Sessa (2005) found that the perception
of parenting supervision by students who lived at home influenced the behavior of those
students. A nationwide survey conducted by the National Retail Federation (2010)
indicated that 51.8% of college students planned to live with their parents in the fall
semester of 2010, so the substance use behavior of this population is important to inform
both student affairs programs and public health decisions.
Substance Use among College Students
Research has shown that college students are more prone to substance use and
abuse when compared to their peers who are not attending college (Gfroerer et al., 1997;
Slutske, 2005). While living environment has been used as an independent variable in
some studies of student risk behavior and has yielded mixed results, several studies have
indicated that there are differences in health behaviors between students who live on
campus and those who live with their parents.
Students who live in residence halls are the subjects of most of the previous
research on living arrangement and substance use. Larimer, Anderson , Baer and Marlatt
(2000) found that that male students who belonged to a fraternity at an American
university consumed more than twice as many alcoholic drinks per week than males who
lived in residence halls, and women who lived in sororities drank more than 30% more
per week than women who lived in residence halls. In another study of college students
who either lived residence halls or fraternities and sororities, Long (2014) found that 45%
of all students reported that they consumed alcohol once a week and 31% drank alcoholic
beverages 2-3 times a week. In that study, those students who lived in fraternities and
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sororities drank alcoholic beverages more frequently than those students who lived in
residence halls. Dusselier, Dunn, Wang, Shelley and Whelan (2005) found that among
residence hall students who used alcohol more frequently than their peers reported that
they experienced stress more frequently. Gerson, Allard and Towvim (2005) found that at
three universities the implementation of smoke-free residence hall environments led to no
decrease in demand for student housing, fewer roommate conflicts at 2 of the 3
institutions, and few violations of the smoke-free policies. Outdoor litter associated with
smoking did increase, however.
Alcohol
Underage alcohol consumption in general, and binge drinking in particular, have
been named public health priorities by the governmental authorities. One government
report indicated that more than 1,400 college students die each year in alcohol-related
events including traffic crashes, more than 500,000 students suffer accidental injury
annually as a result of alcohol use, and more than 600,000 students are assaulted each
year by other students who have been using alcohol (Saltz, 2004). In another report, the
U.S. surgeon general stated that, “the negative consequences of alcohol use on college
campuses are particularly serious and pervasive” (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 2007, p. 13). The same report indicated that about 80% of college students
drink alcohol and 40% exhibit binge drinking behavior, defined as consuming five drinks
at a sitting for men and four drinks in a sitting for women.
Because of the prevalence of alcohol consumption by college students, a large
amount of research has been conducted on the subject, much of it focused on the traits of
binge drinkers. For instance, Slutske (2005) found that young adults (between ages 19
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and 21) were more likely to be diagnosed with an alcohol disorder than people of the
same age that did not attend college. In addition, since 1992, Weschler and his colleagues
at Harvard School of Public Health created the College Alcohol Study and have
conducted four surveys with more than 14,000 students at 120 colleges and universities in
40 states. Longitudinal analysis from the four surveys over eight years showed that rates
of binge drinking did not increase at the institutions surveyed (Wechsler, Lee, Kuo,
Seibring, Nelson, & Lee, 2002). However, alcohol use became more polarized as more
students abstained from alcohol and a greater percentage of students engaged in frequent
binge drinking episodes. In addition, a larger percentage of traditional college students,
those aged 18-23 who are not married and live apart from their parents, had high rates of
binge drinking (Wechsler et al., 2002). A later study of more than 10,000 students at four
universities in the United States and Canada found that 55% of students reported binge
drinking during the last month while only 16% reported abstaining from alcohol
(Zakletskaia, Wilson, & Fleming, 2010). A smaller study indicated that heavy student
drinkers more often believe that alcohol consumption is part of the college experience
than those who did not drink heavily (Crawford & Novak, 2010).
Although living environment as a variable traditionally has not been a focus of
alcohol-related research, some researchers have included where students live as part of
the analysis in their studies. Those results indicated that college students who live with
their parents typically drink less than those who live on campus. Gfroerer et al. (1997)
found that college students who were living with their parents had the lowest incidence of
heavy alcohol use when compared with students living on a campus and those who were
not enrolled in a postsecondary institution. Further, the researchers found that college

15

SUBSTANCE USE BEHAVIORS OF COLLEGE STUDENTS
students who did not live with their parents had both the highest rates of current alcohol
use and were most likely to be heavy users of alcohol. In fact, there is evidence that
college students who live with their parents drink less than similar-aged emerging adults
who live with their parents but do not attend college (O‟Malley & Johnston, 2002).
Zakletskaia, Wilson, and Fleming (2010) found that college students who drank at their
parents‟ house were less likely to use alcohol heavily. While parents may be a major
source of alcohol for underage college students in general, those students who lived at
home with parents or who lived in substance-free residence halls were the least likely to
binge drink (Wechsler, Lee, Nelson, & Kuo, 2002) . The evidence which suggests that
students who live on campus drink more has led some researchers to postulate that group
norms among those who live on campus lead to higher drinking rates for those students
(Jones, Harel, & Levinson, 1992).
With regard to international research on alcohol consumption among college
students, Dantzer, Wardle, Fuller, Pampalone, and Steptoe (2006) examined data from 21
countries and found that American college men were among the heaviest drinkers, with
more than 40% of them indicating that they had consumed at least five drinks in a single
sitting during the past two weeks. Living arrangement results seem to hold true even
across national boundaries, however. Among all countries in the study, binge drinkers
were more apt to live away from their parents.
Tobacco
Cigarette smoking by college students is recognized as a major public health
concern (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2007). Using responses from
17,592 students at 140 American colleges and universities, Emmons, Wechsler, Dowdall,
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and Abraham (1998) found that 22.3% of full-time students had smoked in the 30 days
before they took the survey. Although no gender differences in smoking prevalence were
discovered, the belief that social connections such as the importance of parties were
stronger in women. In this study, smoking was correlated with binge drinking, marijuana
use, and having multiple sex partners. Binge drinking in high school made smoking in
college more likely, which led the authors to postulate: “This may indicate that smoking
among college students is part of a risk taking lifestyle initiated well before college”
(Emons et al., 1998, p. 106). Previous research has indicated that social settings and
pressures may be important in determining smoking prevalence. In a study of college
freshmen who smoked cigarettes, Magid, Colder, Stroud, Nichter, Nichter, and TERN
Members (2009) found that rates of smoking were negatively associated with both social
and academic stress levels. The authors noted that “…perhaps students withdraw when
experiencing social (e.g., fight with a friend) or academic stress (e.g., poor grade on a
test), thus limiting exposure to contexts where substance use normally occurs in college,
such as parties” (Magid et al., 2009, p. 974-975).
In a representative survey of 119 colleges and 14,138 randomly selected students,
Rigotti, Lee, and Wechsler (2000) found that 28.5% of students were current smokers and
38.1% had smoked cigarettes during the preceding year before the survey was conducted.
Gender differences in this study were pronounced. Among men, 37.9% were current
smokers, compared to 29.7% of women. The median age of first cigarette use was 14 for
both sexes, and smoking of cigarettes among college students is positively associated
with other substance use behaviors, including binge drinking and marijuana use. In a later
survey of 21,410 students at four-year colleges and universities in Texas, Morrell, Cohen,
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Bacchi, and West (2005) found that 36.7% of respondents identified themselves as
current smokers, and current smokers were more likely to be female, have friends who
smoke, and have participated in intercollegiate athletics. Reed, Wang, Shillington, Clapp,
and Lange (2007) also found that college students who became smokers in the last year
(instead of earlier in adolescence) participated in other risk behaviors at higher rates,
including alcohol and marijuana consumption, the use of other illegal drugs, and the use
of prescription drugs without a physician‟s prescription. Students who started smoking
recently also were more likely to be male and not belong to a fraternity or sorority. This
research indicates that although many college students start smoking before they enter
college, the college environment does encourage some students to begin smoking.
According to the authors:
Additionally, peer group influences, the college environment itself (i.e.,
dormitory living, little or no adult supervision, etc.) as well as
psychosocial factors such as isolation or group identity may also play
important roles influencing smoking initiation during this period of life
(Reed et al., 2007, p. 461).
Much of the tobacco research related to college students has focused on
prevention of smoking, but few studies have included living arrangement as a variable in
their analysis. Jones et al. (1992) found that college students who lived with their parents
smoked more than those who lived on campus. In comparing rates of alcohol
consumption to tobacco consumption, the authors noted that social pressure from other
students in the same living environment may lead to reduced smoking rates in residence
halls.
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Although research suggests the importance of social influences on smoking
behavior, the results of that impact are unclear. Some data suggest group norms may
promote drinking, but they may also discourage smoking. Students living in residence
halls smoked less than those living at home, and students living independently (e.g., in
apartments) smoked more than those living at home (Jones et al., 1992, p. 47). Gfroerer
et al. (1997) found that rates of smoking were slightly higher among students living with
their parents as compared to those living in a residence hall. Similar results were found in
a more recent study. At a single institution, Brunt and Rhee (2008) found that students
who lived off campus (including with parents) were more likely to report smoking, and
that students who did not live in residence halls reported more health risks than those
who did.
Wechsler, Kelly, Seibring, Kuo, and Rigotti (2001) noted that more student health
center administrators on commuter campuses, defined as those without a residence hall,
viewed smoking as “a problem” or “a major problem” on their campuses compared to
those who were on non-commuter campuses. At least one study comparing a large public
university which instituted policies prohibiting smoking both indoors and outdoors on
campus with another large university in the same state without outdoor smoking
prohibitions found that the smoke-free policy did decrease smoking rates among college
students at the treatment campus (Seo, Macy, Torabi, & Middlestadt, 2011). As more
institutions implement smoke-free campus policies, results of further research may
indicate whether these trends continue.
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Marijuana
While many student affairs practitioners focus on binge drinking, smoking, and
other risk behaviors, marijuana usage has been increasing on college campuses during the
past two decades. Mohler-Kuo, Lee, and Wechsler (2003) noted that the percentage of
students participating in the Harvard College Alcohol Study who used marijuana in the
previous 30 days before taking the survey increased from 12.5% in 1993 to 19.9% in
2001. Those increases mirror trends by middle school and high school students in the
early to mid-1990s, in which marijuana use rose sharply. When students graduated from
high school during that period, they took their higher marijuana usage rates with them to
college (Johnston, O‟Malley, Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2007). Although the trends in the
1990s have leveled off in the 2000s, studies noted that whereas college students have
about the same rates of marijuana usage as their peers who did not attend college, they
typically had lower rates of illegal drug usage in high school than their peers:
Although college-bound 12th graders have generally had below-average
rates of use on all of the illicit drugs while they were in high school, these
students‟ eventual use of some illicit drugs attained parity with, or even
exceeded, the rates of those who do not attend college. As results from the
study published in two recent books have shown, this college effect of
“catching up” is largely explainable in terms of differential rates of
leaving the parental home after high school graduation and of getting
married. College students are more likely than their age peers to have left
the parental home and its constraining influences, and less likely to have
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entered marriage, with its constraining influences (Johnston et al., 2007, p.
20-21).
Although college students may have more liberty to experiment with
marijuana when they are away from home, social conventions and structures still
influence them. LaBrie, Hummer, Lac, and Lee (2010) found that college students
at one university overestimated the approval rates of their peers regarding
marijuana usage. Most students thought fellow students would approve of
marijuana usage more than they actually did, and parental positions on the topic
influenced students‟ perceptions, “suggesting that parents appear to have a
continued, if indirect, influence on college-student marijuana use” (LaBrie et al.,
2010, p. 907).
According to Mohler-Kuo et al. (2003), among students who lived in a
residence hall, the percentages of marijuana use increased from 13.3% in 1993 to
17.8% in 2001, and among those who lived off campus with parents, the rate
increased from 7.4% to 9.9% during the same period. Obviously, the percentages
noted in the Harvard study indicated that more students who lived in residence
halls used marijuana compared to their peers who lived with parents. That study
is consistent with the findings of Gfroerer et al. (1997) which found that college
students who lived with their parents had the lowest rates of marijuana usage,
compared to those who lived in a residence hall or those who lived elsewhere.
In a later study, White, McMorris, Catalano, Fleming, Haggerty, and Abbot
(2006) studied the marijuana usage of 501 high school seniors and compared that to their
usage six months later when they had entered college. The authors found no significant
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increases in marijuana usage based on whether the college students lived at home or on
campus. In a smaller study of college men at two Mid-Atlantic institutions, Sessa (2005)
found that those who lived at home were more likely to use marijuana than those who
lived in a residence hall. However, the author noted that “commuter students drank and
used marijuana less often when they experienced their parents as providing supervision
and monitoring” (p. 71).
To make sense of the psychosocial progression students experience when
attending college as well as their choice to consume alcohol, smoke cigarettes, or use
marijuana, it is helpful to view these changes through the lens of problem behavior theory
(PBT). For the purpose of this study, PBT will be used to frame the relevant substanceuse behaviors among students who live on campus in residence halls and those who
continue to live with their parents. However, because PBT was developed for use with
adolescent behavior and college students are usually classified as late adolescents or your
adults, attention is also paid to the stages of emerging adulthood.
Theoretical Framework: Problem Behavior Theory and Emerging Adulthood
Jessor and Jessor (1977) postulated that adolescent risk behavior can best be
understood using PBT, which is “made up of specific variables organized into three
systems – personality, environment, and behavior – whose interrelations implicate greater
or lesser deviance” (p. 18). Therefore, PBT suggests that how those systems interact
determines how prone adolescents are to risk behavior.
The PBT personality system is comprised of three components: a motivationalinstigation structure, with variables such as academic achievement, value of
independence, and value of affection; a personal belief structure, such as alienation, self-
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esteem, and internal-external locus of control; and a personal control structure, which
relies on attitudinal tolerance for deviance, religiosity, and the discrepancy between
positive and negative functions of behaviors (Jessor & Jessor, 1977). For instance, if a
young person has a high tolerance for deviance, is relatively independent from his family
and peers, and has low self-esteem, that person might be at an elevated risk of problem
behavior, unless there were variables present in the other two systems that mitigated the
effects of deviance.
The adolescent‟s environment also plays a critical role in risk behavior. Jessor and
Jessor (1977) named two environmental components that are important. The first, distal
structure, includes “variables that do not directly or necessarily implicate problem
behavior but can be linked to its occurrence by reliance on theory and the mediation of
other variables” (p. 27). Those variables include an adolescent‟s perceived support from
parents and friends, controls from those same groups, expectations of the person, and the
influence of parents related to friends. The authors note that high levels of support and
control from parents are especially important mitigating factors for problem behaviors.
The second environmental component, proximal structure, is much more closely aligned
with risky behavior than the distal component. Proximal components are directly related
to problem behaviors, such as having close friends who use illicit drugs. As Jessor and
Jessor noted, “Of all the variables in the overall social-psychological framework it is
reasonable to expect that those in the proximal structure of the perceived environment
should be among the most powerful” (p. 30-31). Many of the perceived environmental
variables could conflict with one another, which is why an adolescent‟s personality
system is an important grounding component to guard against risk temptations.
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Finally, the behavior system is comprised of both problem behaviors and
conventional behaviors. It is important to note that with PBT, the behaviors, whether they
are problem or conventional, impact and are impacted by both the individual‟s
personality and the environment (Jessor & Jessor, 1977).
Parental and Peer Influences on Adolescent Risk Behavior
In the succeeding decades after Jessor and Jessor (1977) first postulated PBT, the
theory has gained popularity and influence (Kim, Guerra, & Williams, 2008). In
particular, the behavior of parents, both in rearing a child from birth and in the actions
which might be emulated by adolescents, is important in influencing adolescent risk
behavior. For instance, Cairns, Cairns, Rodkin, and Xie (1998) noted that daughters of
mothers who smoke during pregnancy are more likely to smoke as adolescents. The
researchers further stated “maternal prenatal smoking may have more pervasive effects
than prenatal drinking on the child‟s subsequent drug behavior” (p. 53). Interestingly,
there was no effect of maternal prenatal smoking on the smoking behavior of sons.
Subsequent research also has showed that adolescents who spend the most time with
parents who smoke are more likely to smoke as well (Collins, Lippmann, Lo, &
Moolchan, 2008). Similarly, Latendresse, Rose, Viken, Pulkkinen, Kaprio, & Dick
(2008) found that parental alcohol use predicted adolescent drinking and intoxication at
ages 14 and 17.5.
Peer influences are important predictors of risk behavior as well. Baer, MacLean,
and Marlatt (1998) noted many researchers have concluded that peers are among the best
predictors of adolescent substance use and that “drinking level seems to be tied more
closely to peer factors, whereas drinking-related problems may be tied more closely to
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familial and psychological factors” (p. 189). Rai et al. (2003) found that, in addition to
higher drinking levels being positively associated with peer influences, higher rates of
marijuana use and cigarette smoking were associated with peer involvement as well.
Emerging Adulthood
Definitions of adolescence and young adulthood are somewhat elusive. According
to Gentry and Campbell (2002), there is no specific age range for adolescence. Although
the World Health Organization (2013) defines adolescence as the ages between 10 and
19, Arnett (2000) defined the ages between 18 and 25 in the industrialized world as
“emerging adulthood,” separate from either adolescence or adulthood. Subsequently,
after research has been completed using his framework, Arnett‟s definition and his
accompanying theory have gained wider acceptance in developmental psychology and in
other disciplines as well (Arnett, 2007; Allem, Lisha, Soto, Baezconde-Garbanati &
Unger, 2013).
Arnett (2004) argued that the seven years of emerging adulthood, corresponding
to traditional ages of college students, are times of transition in which individuals are
more likely to go through five life-stage features: the age of identity explorations, the age
of instability, the self-focused age, the age of feeling in between, and the age of
possibilities. Each will be detailed more fully here, along with observations related to the
present study, to inform later discussions on risk behavior during this stage of life.
The age of identity explorations. Arnett (2004) described the age of identity
explorations as “perhaps the most central feature of emerging adulthood” (p. 8). It is a
time when young people can explore their identities, especially those involving work and
love, and decide what they want out of life. Arnett noted that this transition is gradual,
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however, and that “many of the identity explorations of the emerging adult years are
simply for fun, a kind of play, part of gaining a broad range of life experiences before
„settling down‟ and taking on the responsibilities of adult life” (p. 10). Certainly, part of
those fun times could lead to risk behavior activities which could be detrimental to
current and future plans those individuals might have.
The age of instability. Many emerging adults make plans for the future, but those
plans are subject to many revisions as experiences lead to the selection of different paths.
As those plans change, emerging adults clarify their futures and prepare for the roles of
adulthood. Arnett (2004) noted this instability is exemplified by the number of times
emerging adults move residences. From parents‟ homes to residence halls to apartments
to houses, and often several moves in between, young people in this age group are in a
near constant state of flux.
The self-focused age. Arnett (2004) describes the self-focused stage of emerging
adulthood as a normal, healthy part of bridging the gap between the confines of
childhood and adolescence in which parents, teachers, and siblings limit the scope of
individual choices, and adulthood in which family and work obligations determine much
of each day‟s activities. Many traditional-age college students are confined only by the
rules of their institution (academic and behavioral) and those of society at large.
Otherwise, they can come and go when they please, eat what and when they want, and
decide when to study and when to play. As long as they stay within the bounds of
appropriate behavior and progress academically, then they are largely left alone by
authority figures. While some people handle this freedom better than others, it is a part of
growing up and progressing from adolescence to adulthood.
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The age of feeling in-between. Many emerging adults feel like they are partially
grown up, but not completely. Arnett (2004) noted, “Although emerging adults begin to
feel adult by the time they reach 18 or 19, they do not feel completely adult until years
later, sometime in their mid- to late twenties” (p. 15). What roles these feelings have on
decision making and self-confidence are largely unknown, but emerging adulthood is
certainly a stage of transition for many people. Some individuals handle those transitions
better than others.
The age of possibilities. Arnett (2004) describes the age of possibilities as “an
age of high hopes and great expectations” (p. 16). In this phase, emerging adults can
dream about their futures and decide where they want to go and what they want to
become. They are ready to leave their parents and the limitations that their previous lives
have held them from achieving. However, the choices they have made during their
emerging adult years may also have an impact on future possibilities. Will a driving
while intoxicated or marijuana possession conviction have to be acknowledged on future
job applications? Will a low grade point average affect applications to graduate or
professional schools? These are questions that young people in the age of identity
exploration and the self-focused age may not have pondered before embarking on risky
behavior.
Arnett (2004) noted that “emerging adults have become more independent of their
parents than they were as adolescents and most of them have left home, but they have not
yet entered the stable, enduring commitments typical of adult life, such as a long-term
job, marriage, and parenthood” (p. 8). While most emerging adults do not have the
responsibilities they will as adults, it is important to examine the differences in risk
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behavior between the college students that Arnett would view as typical, those who have
left home to live on campus, and the majority of college students who have continued to
live with their parents.
Using the lens of problem behavior theory against the backdrop of emerging adult
theory, this paper will study the differences in substance use between the two groups. It is
important to note that previous authors have used both PBT and emerging adulthood
frameworks for their research (Merline, Johnston, O‟Malley, Bachman & Laetz, 2006;
Fromme, Corbin & Kruse, 2008).
Summary
Although much research has been focused on the health behaviors of college
students, few studies provide analyses of the impact of living arrangement on substance
use by students. The hypothesis of the current study is that young men and women who
live with a parent or parents and attend college drink alcohol, smoke cigarettes and use
marijuana less than their peers who live on campus and are presumably subject to less
supervision from authority figures. The previous research summarized above provides a
complex backdrop for this hypothesis, however. Strong social customs and values of
traditional-age college students might encourage underage and binge drinking by students
who live in residence halls. At the same time, those same social mores may keep oncampus students from smoking cigarettes, especially if those values are supported by
restricted smoking policies that many colleges and universities are adopting. Marijuana
smoking, the only activity studied here that was illegal during the time of collection for
all age groups in society, may be more influenced by peer group and parental
involvement of both students who live at home and those who live on campus.
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CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH METHODS
This chapter details the research questions that guide the study, the participants to
be used, the procedures, and the design for analysis. Substance use by college students
has been named a public health priority by governmental officials (U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, 2007). Therefore, the purpose of this study is to evaluate the
differences between the alcohol, cigarette and marijuana use of traditional-age college
students who live in residence halls and those who live with their parents. Specifically,
the research questions of this study are as follows:
1. How does the usage of alcohol, cigarettes, and marijuana differ among
traditional-age college students who live with their parents as compared to those
who live in an on-campus residence hall?
2. Does the usage of those substances differ by age in each group?
This chapter will detail the participants, procedures, and research design used in this
study, as well as the limitations of the study.
This study will utilize data from the National College Health Assessment
(NCHA), a survey conducted by the American College Health Association (ACHA). The
ACHA, founded in 1920, has more than 800 institutional members and 2,800 individual
members who are focused on improving the health of America‟s 20 million college and
university students (ACHA, 2011).
Since the spring of 2000, the ACHA has partnered with higher education
institutions throughout the United States to survey college students about their health
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behaviors and environments. The NCHA is conducted every fall and spring at
participating institutions (ACHA, 2011).
Participants
In Fall 2010, 42 colleges and universities agreed to participate in the NCHA
survey. Of that number, 39 campuses either surveyed all students or used acceptable
sampling techniques to be accepted as a participating institution by ACHA (ACHA,
2011). The institutions included 24 public and 15 private institutions. All but two of the
institutions were located in the United States, and nearly half (46.2%) were from the
South. Many (43.6%) were classified as research institutions, and only three associates
degree-granting institutions participated in the survey. Two-thirds of the institutions had
more than 5,000 students enrolled on their campuses. Five (12.8%) of the institutions
were identified as minority-serving institutions (ACHA, 2011b).
The dataset provided by ACHA for this study included responses from 30,093
students, 13,726 (46.9%) of whom were either 18 or 19 years old at the time the survey
was administered. A majority (71.2%) were between the ages of 18 and 21. Respondents
were overwhelmingly female (19,033, 63.2%), and 94% classified themselves as fulltime students. Nearly half of the students (13,690, 46.5%) indicated they lived in
residence halls, and 4,106 (12%) indicated they lived at home with their parent or
guardian. The majority of students (64.6%) classified themselves as white (ACHA,
2011b).
The present study is designed to better understand the substance use behaviors of
traditional-age college students by their current living arrangement. Responses will be
analyzed from 15,786 students who were at least 18 years old but not yet 22 years old at
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the time the survey was taken, who either lived in a residence hall (12,869) or with their
parents (2,917).
Instrument
The Fall 2010 NCHA consisted of 66 survey questions that included both
demographic information as well as sections on the following topical areas: health, health
education and safety; alcohol, tobacco and drugs; sex behavior and contraception; weight,
nutrition and exercise; mental health; physical health; and impediments to academic
performance (ACHA, 2011a).
The variables that were selected provided answers to the research questions asked
in this study. Specifically, respondents were asked the following questions: “Within the
last thirty days, how many days did you use cigarettes?” “Within the last thirty days, how
many days did you use alcohol (beer, wine, liquor)?” and “Within the last thirty days,
how many days did you use marijuana (pot, weed, hashish, pot oil)?” These results will
be translated into categorical variables regarding usage in the last 30 days and used for a
single substance abuse behavior dependent variable. The categorical variables will be
dichotomous with 1 indicating use and 0 indicating non-use.
Design
The design for this study is quantitative. It is intended to assess the substance use
behaviors of American college students and compare the behaviors of students who live
in residence halls with those who live with their parents.
In the Gfroerer et al. (1997) study, college-age population was defined as persons
who were aged 17 to 22 who were not in high school and who had not completed college.
Respondents were analyzed using both living arrangement and educational status as

31

SUBSTANCE USE BEHAVIORS OF COLLEGE STUDENTS
variables of analysis. If students who usually lived in a residence hall were living with
their parents at the time they took the survey (on spring break or between semesters, for
instance), they would have been classified as living with their parents. In the present
study, all students took the survey at the institution at which they were enrolled during
the fall semester of 2010, so there should be little or no misclassification of living
arrangement. In addition, to be consistent with the original study, results will be
presented for usage during the month prior to survey distribution.
The model chosen to answer the research question is similar to the logistic
regression analysis used by Gfroerer et al. (1997). Because the dependent variables (use
of alcohol, cigarettes, or marijuana in the last 30 days) were ordinal in the results from
the original ACHA survey, they were recoded as dichotomous variables to be consistent
with Gfroerer et al. Only students aged 18-21 were examined for this study, so age was
listed as an independent variable along with living arrangement (either living with parents
= 1, or living in a residence hall = 0). Separate analyses were completed for each of the
dependent variables (alcohol, cigarettes and marijuana). If the respondents did not use the
substance in the last 30 days, it was classified as 0. If they used a substance in the last 30
days, it was classified as 1.
Overview of Data Analysis Procedures
To answer the research question, this study will use logistic regression analysis to
predict the dependent variable, substance use behaviors, using both living arrangement
and age as independent variables. Follow-up tests, including Nagelkerke R² and HosmerLemeshow tests, will be performed to determine goodness-of-fit.
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CHAPTER FOUR
ANALYSIS OF DATA
The purpose of this study is to evaluate the differences between the alcohol,
cigarette and marijuana usage of traditional-age college students who live in residence
halls and those who live with their parents. This chapter includes both the descriptive
data and analysis used to evaluate those differences.
This chapter will be organized into the following sections: descriptive data, the
regression analysis used to address the research questions, and an overview of the
results. The research questions for this study are as follows:
1. How does the usage of alcohol, cigarettes, and marijuana differ among
traditional-age college students who live with their parents as compared to those
who live in an on-campus residence hall?
2. Does the usage of those substances differ by age in each group?
Descriptive Data
Portions of the Fall 2010 NCHA survey results, including specific variables
germane to this study, were obtained from the ACHA after the approval from the
organization with stipulations provided in a data use permission letter (see Appendix B).
In addition, the use of the survey results for this study were declared exempt by the
institutional review board of the University of Missouri-St. Louis (UMSL) (see Appendix
C). The data were analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS,
Version 20).
Data for this study was collected by the American College Health Association
(ACHA) in its 2010 National College Health Assessment (NCHA). A total of 30,263
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students responded to the survey, and this study analyzes the responses of a sample of
15,251 college students who met the study‟s criteria: they had to be between the ages of
18 and 21, either lived in a residence hall or with their parents, and identified their
gender, race and the type of institution they attended. The Fall 2010 NCHA consisted of
65 questions about students‟ health and safety habits, including substance use behaviors,
and demographic information such as age, gender, race, place of residence, and the type
of institution they attended.
Nearly half (49.7%) of the sample consists of 18-year-olds, and as students age
their percentages get progressively smaller. Only 8.8% of the students in the sample were
age 21. Nearly two thirds of the students in the sample (65.9%) were female. A majority
of the students (63.9%) classified themselves as white and most (81.2%) lived in a
residence hall during the time period the survey was administered. Although students
from community colleges were represented this study, they only accounted for 2.6% of
the sample. Since the purpose of the study was to analyze the difference in substance
usage by both living arrangement and age, the substance use behaviors of community
college students were not analyzed separately.
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Table 1
Frequency counts and percentages of age, gender, race, institutional type and living
arrangement of students (n = 15,251)
________________________________________________________________________
Variable

n

Percent

________________________________________________________________________
Age
18

7,582

49.7

19

4,004

26.3

20

2,327

15.3

21

1,335

8.8

Male

5,179

34.0

10,055

65.9

17

0.1

White, Non-Hispanic

9,738

63.9

Black, Non-Hispanic

1,442

9.5

Hispanic or Latino/a

1,822

11.9

Asian/Pacific Islander

2,356

15.4

295

1.9

1,023

6.7

Gender

Female
Transgender
Race/Ethnicity*

American Indian or Alaska/Hawaii
Native
Biracial/Multiracial/Other
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Table 1 (continued)
________________________________________________________________________
Variable

n

Percent

________________________________________________________________________
Institutional Type
2-year institutions

401

2.6

14,850

97.4

Residence Hall

12,380

81.2

Parent/Guardian

2,871

18.8

4-year or more institutions
Living Arrangement

_______________________________________________________________________
Note. Respondents were encouraged to “mark all that apply” when responding to NCHA Question 54
regarding race and ethnicity. Therefore the sum of responses is greater than 100%.

Responses to the Fall 2010 NCHA revealed that many students use some or all of
the substances examined in this study (see Table 2). Slightly more than half (50.6%) of
students had used alcohol in the last 30 days, while 11.7% had used cigarettes, and 13.2%
had used marijuana during the same time period. Because residence hall students are
overrepresented in this study, the higher incidences of usage of all three substances by
those students affect the totals for all students in the study (Table 2).
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Table 2
Percentage comparison for living arrangement and substance use behavior during the
last 30 days.
_____________________________________________________________________
Characteristic

All students
n = 15,251
Residence Hall

Parents

n = 12,380

n = 2,871

_____________________________________________________________________
Alcohol

50.6

53.5

38.3

Cigarettes

11.7

11.8

10.9

Marijuana

13.2

14.2

8.9

_____________________________________________________________________
The percentages of students using alcohol differed by both age and living
arrangement. More students living in residence halls (53.5%) drank alcohol in the last 30
days than did students living with their parents (38.3%). Among 18-year-old students,
those who lived in a residence hall reported much higher rates of alcohol use during the
last 30 days (49.5%) as compared to those who lived with their parents (25.8%).
Differences in alcohol usage among older students who live with their parents and those
who live in residence halls are smaller, however. Among 19-year-olds, 55.8% of students
living in residence halls reported drinking alcohol during the last 30 days, but 34.8% of
those who lived with their parents also reported doing so. For 20-year-olds, 55.1% of
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students living in residence halls consuming alcohol during the last 30 days and 41.2% of
those living with their parents doing so. The majority of 21-year-olds living in both
places consumed alcohol during the last month. Nearly three-quarters (73.3%) of those
living in residence halls did so during the last 30 days, as did 61.2% of those living with
their parents. Among all age groups, more than half of the men and women living in
residence halls used alcohol within the last 30 days. Men who lived in residence halls had
the highest percentage of alcohol use, at 54.8%, but 52.8% of women who lived in the
residence halls also reported using alcohol during the last 30 days. Those who lived with
their parents reported using alcohol less frequently, as 37.4% of men and 38.8% of
women used alcohol in the last month (Table 3).
Table 3
Percentage comparison for living arrangement and age of students using alcohol in the
last 30 days.
_____________________________________________________________________
Age

All students
n = 15,228
Residence Hall

Parents

n = 12,363

n = 2,865

_____________________________________________________________________
18

46.7

49.5

25.8

19

52.0

55.8

34.8

20

51.0

55.1

41.2

21

68.5

73.3

61.2
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_____________________________________________________________________
As was the case with alcohol consumption, larger percentages of students who
lived in residence halls smoked cigarettes than their peers who lived with their parents,
but the difference was smaller -- 11.8% as compared to 10.9%. Among 18-year-olds,
11.9% of those living in residence halls used cigarettes during the last 30 days, as
compared to 10.5% who lived with their parents. Results were similar for 19-year-olds:
11.9% of residence hall dwellers smoked as compared to 9.0% of students who lived with
parents. Among 20-year-olds, the same percentage of students living in residence halls
and students living with their parents smoked (12.0%). Among 21-year-olds, a larger
percentage of students who lived with their parents (12.6%) smoked during the last 30
days as compared to 10.8% for those living in residence halls. Among all students in the
sample, males smoked more than females, 17.7% and 11.0% respectively, and both
groups did so in both living environments.

39

SUBSTANCE USE BEHAVIORS OF COLLEGE STUDENTS

40

Table 4
Percentage comparison for living arrangement and age of students using cigarettes in the
last 30 days.
_____________________________________________________________________
Age

All students
n = 15,251
Residence Hall

Parents

n = 12,380

n = 2,871

_____________________________________________________________________
18

11.7

11.9

10.5

19

11.4

11.9

9.0

20

12.0

12.0

12.0

21

11.5

10.8

12.6

_____________________________________________________________________
A greater percentage of students who lived in residence halls also used marijuana
during the last 30 days as 14.2% indicated that they have used the drug when compared
with the 8.9% of students who lived with their parents. Among 18-year-olds, 14.8% of
students living in residence halls used marijuana during the last 30 days as compared to
7.8% who lived at home. A slightly higher percentage (15.0%) of 19-year-olds in
residence halls consumed marijuana, as did 8.1% of students living with their parents.
Among 20-year-olds, 13.0% of students who lived in residence halls used the drug during
the last 30 days, compared to 10.0% of students living at home. As with cigarette
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smoking, a higher percentage of 21 year-old students living with their parents (10.8%)
used marijuana during the preceding 30 days, while 9.5% of their peers living in
residence halls reported using marijuana during the same time period. As with cigarette
usage, more males (17.7%) reported using marijuana during the last month than females
(11.0%).
Table 5
Percentage comparison for living arrangement and age of students using marijuana in
the last 30 days.
_____________________________________________________________________
Age

All students
n = 15,022
Residence Hall

Parents

n = 12,338

n = 2,864

_____________________________________________________________________
18

13.9

14.8

7.8

19

13.7

15.0

8.1

20

12.1

13.0

10.0

21

10.0

9.5

10.8

_____________________________________________________________________

Regression Analysis
The model chosen to answer the first research question of the current study, how
does the usage of alcohol, cigarettes, and marijuana differ among traditional-age college
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students who live with their parents as compared to those who live in an on-campus
residence hall?, was similar to the logistic regression analysis used by Gfroerer,
Greenblatt and Wright (1997). Because the dependent variables (use of cigarettes, alcohol
or marijuana during the last 30 days) were ordinal in the results from the original ACHA
survey, they were recoded as dichotomous variables to be consistent with Gfroerer et al.
Only students aged 18-21 were examined in this study, so age was listed as an
independent variable along with living arrangement. Separate analyses were completed
for each of the dependent variables.
The first regression analysis test conducted was to determine the predictive
relationship for alcohol use during the last 30 days, using the categorical predictor
variables of living arrangement (either in a residence hall = 1, or living with parents = 0)
and age (18, 19, 20, 21) were used. Logistic regression was used because the dependent
variable was dichotomous (did not use alcohol during the last 30 days = 0, used alcohol
in the last 30 days = 1). A test of the model against a constant-only model was
statistically significant, χ² (6, N = 15,228) = 566.12, p < .001. However, Nagelkerke‟s R²
= .049 indicated the model accounted for about 4.9% of the variance. The Hosmer and
Lemeshow test indicated a p < .01, which means the model may not accurately predict
actual probabilities (Meyer et al., 2006). Using this model, students who lived with their
parents are 0.45 times as likely to consume alcohol during the last 30 days when
compared to those students who lived in residence halls. The model also indicates that for
every year age increased, alcohol consumption during the last 30 days increased as well
(Table 6).
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Table 6
Predictors of Alcohol Use within the Last 30 Days
_______________________________________________________________________
Alcohol use within the last 30 days
______________________________________________________
Model 2
___________________________________
Variable
Model 1 B
Odds Ratio
95% CI
_______________________________________________________________________
Constant
-0.04
0.96
Living Arrangement

-0.81

0.45**

[0.41, 0.49]

19

0.27

1.31**

[1.21, 1.41]

20

0.32

1.38**

[1.25, 1.51]

Age

21
1.17
3.22**
[2.82, 3.66]
_______________________________________________________________________
Note. N = 15,228. CI = confidence interval. *p < .05. ** p < .01.
Logistic regression analysis was also performed to determine the predictive value
of living arrangement and age as they relate to cigarette use, using the same independent
variables used in the alcohol analysis. A test of the model against a constant-only model
was not statistically significant, χ² (6, N = 15,251) = 3.69, p = .13. Also, Nagelkerke‟s
R² < .001, indicated the model accounted for almost no part of the variance. The Hosmer
and Lemeshow test indicated χ² (4, N = 15,251) = 4.39, p = .356, which means the model
predicts actual probabilities (Meyer et al., 2006). Given those model limitations, the
analysis indicated that students who lived with their parents were .90 as likely to use
cigarettes during the last 30 days when compared to their peers who lived in residence
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halls, although the results were not significant. The number of students who used
cigarettes during the last 30 days also increased with age, though those results were not
significant as well (Table 7).
Table 7
Predictors of Cigarette Use within the Last 30 Days
_______________________________________________________________________
Cigarette use within the last 30 days
______________________________________________________
Model 2
___________________________________
Variable
Model 1 B
Odds Ratio
95% CI
_______________________________________________________________________
Constant

-2.01

0.14**

Living Arrangement

-0.10

0.90

[0.79, 1.03]

19

-0.03

0.97

[0.86, 1.10]

20

0.04

1.04

[0.90, 1.21]

21

0.01

1.01

[0.84, 1.21]

Age

_______________________________________________________________________
Note. N = 15,251. CI = confidence interval. *p < .05. ** p < .01.
Finally, logistic regression analysis was performed to test the predictive value of
living arrangement and age on marijuana usage. The test of the model against the
constant-only model was statistically significant, χ² (6, N = 15,202) = 71.34, p < .001.
However, Nagelkerke‟s R² = .01, means the model accounted for very little of the
variance and the Hosmer and Lemeshow test, χ² (4, N = 15,202) = 16.72, p < .01,
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indicated that the model may not predict actual probabilities. With those limitations, the
model indicated that students who lived with their parents were .61 as likely as those who
lived in residence halls to use marijuana in the last 30 days, and although much of the age
predictors were not statistically significant, 21 year-old students were .78 as likely as 20year-olds to use marijuana in the last 30 days and that predictor was statistically
significant (Table 8).
Table 8
Predictors of Marijuana Use within the Last 30 Days
_______________________________________________________________________
Marijuana use within the last 30 days
______________________________________________________
Model 2
___________________________________
Variable
Model 1 B
Odds Ratio
95% CI
_______________________________________________________________________
Constant

-1.77

0.17**

Living Arrangement

-0.49

0.61**

[0.53, 0.71]

19

0.01

1.01

[0.91, 1.13]

20

-0.09

0.92

[0.79, 1.06]

21

-0.26

0.78

[0.64, 0.94]

Age

_______________________________________________________________________
Note. N = 15,202. CI = confidence interval. *p < .05. ** p < .01.
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Overview of Results
The models used for this analysis showed that students who lived with their
parents were less likely to use alcohol, cigarettes and marijuana within the last 30 days as
compared to their peers who lived in residence halls. The model also revealed that
students‟ usage of alcohol increased as their ages increased, but while alcohol usage
increased as students aged, this was not the case for both cigarette usage and marijuana
usage.
There is evidence that the fit of the logistic regression models for the analysis
were poor. The Hosmer and Limeshow test results were not significant for cigarette use
only which indicates that the models for alcohol use and marijuana use may not predict
actual results. In addition, results from Nagelkerke‟s R² tests indicated that all three
models accounted for very small parts of the variance in each test.
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CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the differences in substance use
behaviors of college students who live with their parents compared to those with live in
residence halls. This chapter provides the summary of the study‟s findings, discussion of
the research and recommendations for future research and student affairs practice.
The characteristics of students who attend America‟s colleges and universities
have evolved throughout history, and the administration of campus life has had to change
with the times. According to Cohen (1998), during the early 19th century, more than onethird of new college students were under age 17 and their living arrangements were
unpleasant:
In general, the colleges presented the students with a form of daily living quite in
contrast to their home life. Their residence halls were spartan – little different
from military barracks. Their meals were served in dining halls with students
required to defer to upperclassmen and tutors… A young person who maintained
enrollment for a full four years had to have a strong constitution (Cohen, 1998, p.
68).
During and after the Civil War, the passage of the Morill Act, the ongoing
industrial revolution, increased numbers of high school graduates and the continuity of
the country itself encouraged more students to attend college (Cohen, 1998; Rudolph,
1990). According to Cohen (1998), only 2% of American 18-year-olds were attending
college in 1870, but the percentage doubled by 1900 and doubled again by 1940. By
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1962, 49% of high school graduates were attending a college during the year after their
graduation (Cohen, 1998).
The phenomenal growth in the percentage of high school graduates on college
campuses has continued into the 21st century. By 2010, according to the U.S. Department
of Labor (2010), 68.1% of 2010 high school graduates were attending college in the fall
of 2010. In 2011, 31.1 million students between the ages of 18 and 24 attended U.S.
higher education institutions (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). While a greater
percentage of young people are attending college, the increasing cost of higher education
has forced a larger number to live with their parents. Currently, more than half of college
students are living with parents or relatives (Sallie Mae Bank, 2014; National Retail
Federation, 2010).
This demographic shift in the number of students continuing to live at home while
attending college contradicts the view that many Americans have of young people
graduating from high school and moving away to attend college. Higher education
administrators, particularly those involved in student affairs practice, should pay attention
to the needs of these increasing percentages of commuter students. Knowledge of risk
behaviors such as alcohol, cigarette and marijuana use is important in developing
programs to serve commuter students who live with their parents. Because little research
has been published in this area recently, the present study seeks to provide empirical
insight for both student affairs practitioners and public health professionals.
Discussion of Research Questions
The first research question that partially guides this study explores a gap in the
literature. Since research conducted by Gfroerer, Greenblatt and Wright (1997), few
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studies have explored the multiple substance use behaviors of traditional-age commuter
college students, particularly those who continue to live with their parents. Therefore, the
first research question for this study is informed by a Gfroerer et al. hypothesis, “…that
college students living away from their parents are more likely to use substances than
college students living with their parents” (p. 62). The first research question for this
study essentially asks the same question using data from a different survey 17 years after
the data used in the Gfroerer et al. study was collected.
Research question 1
How does the usage of alcohol, cigarettes, and marijuana differ among traditionalage college students who live with their parents as compared to those who live in oncampus residence halls?
Both descriptive data and regression analysis from the Fall 2010 National College
Health Assessment survey revealed that traditional-age college students who lived with
their parents did have a lower percentage of substance use within the last 30 days as
compared to their peers who lived in residence halls. This is true for alcohol usage,
cigarette consumption and marijuana smoking.
The greatest difference in usage reported was in alcohol consumption, as 38.3%
of students who live with their parents reported using alcohol during the last 30 days,
when compared to 53.3% of students who lived in residence halls. Logistic regression
analysis indicated that students who lived with their parents were less than half as likely
to have consumed alcohol during the last 30 days, compared to those students who lived
in a residence hall.
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The use of cigarettes showed the same trend. As with alcohol, a lower percentage
of students who lived with their parents reported smoking cigarettes during the last 30
days than did their peers who lived in residence halls, although the differences in
percentages were much smaller. While 10.9% of students who lived with their parents
reported using cigarettes, 11.8% of students in residence halls reported doing so.
However, a higher percentage of students who lived with their parents smoked cigarettes
as they aged, and those in residence halls did not. Although there were noticeable
limitations with the statistical model, logistic regression analysis for cigarette use
indicated that students who lived with their parents were slightly less likely to smoke
cigarettes than those who lived in the residence hall. However, the results were not
statistically significant (p = .13) and the test accounted for almost no part of the variance.
Higher percentages of students living in residence halls also used marijuana
(14.2%) as compared to those who lived with their parents (8.9%). Interestingly, a greater
percentage of students living in residence halls reported consuming marijuana during the
last 30 days when compared to those who consumed cigarettes during the same time
period, 14.2% and 11.8% respectively. However, fewer students who lived with their
parents reported using marijuana as compared to cigarettes (8.9% and 10.9%,
respectively). It should be noted that marijuana possession and consumption was illegal
in all parts of the United States for all ages when the survey was completed although both
Colorado and Washington legalized marijuana in 2012 (Roffman, 2013). Logistic
regression analysis indicated that students living in residence halls were 39% less likely
to use marijuana during the last 30 days as compared to those students who lived in a
residence hall.
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The findings in the current study largely support previous research regarding less
usage of alcohol and marijuana, but not cigarettes, by college students living with their
parents than those students who lived in residence halls (Gfroerer et al., 1997; Wechsler,
Lee, Nelson, & Kuo, 2002; Mohler-Kuo, Lee, & Wechsler, 2003). From the current study
and previous research, one may conclude that oversight from parents might pressure
students who continue to live at home to not consume alcohol or smoke marijuana. In
fact, Sessa (2005) noted that “commuter students drank and used marijuana less often
when they experienced their parents as providing supervision or monitoring” (p. 71). This
would support Problem Behavior Theory, postulated by Jessor and Jessor (1977) which
indicates that high levels of control from parents are important mitigating factors for
risky behavior among adolescents. The same may be true of emerging adults. Students
who live in residence halls, however, may face increased pressure from peers to use
substances, especially alcohol (Jones, Harel, & Levinson, 1992).
With regard to cigarette usage, in contrast to the current study, previous
researchers (Gfroerer et al., 1997; Jones et al., 1992) found more students who lived with
their parents smoked than did those who lived on campus in residence halls. One may
argue that the differences in the findings from the present study and previous research is
related to the overall reduction in cigarette smoking by college-age young adults.
According to King, Daube, Kaufmann, Shaw and Pechacek (2011), the percentage of 18
to 24 year-olds in the United States who smoked cigarettes declined from 24.4% in 2005
to 20.1% in 2010. The overall societal reduction coupled with previously discussed
enhanced monitoring from parents may have contributed to lower smoking percentages
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of college students who live with their parents as compared to those living in residence
halls.
The similarities or differences between the results of the current study and those
of previous studies might reflect influences from peers and parents as well as changing
social norms. For instance, while alcohol and marijuana usage differences between
students who live with their parents and those who live in residence halls are similar in
this study as compared to previous ones, there are differences in cigarette usage. The
percentages of students who smoked during the last 30 days in the present study (11.7%)
was below that of Gfroerer et al. (1997) (19.4% who lived with parents and 18.9% who
lived in the residence halls) and more than 28% reported in two national studies in 2000
(Patterson, Lerman, Kaufmann, Neuner, & Audrain-McGovern, 2004). Whereas earlier
studies could explain higher smoking rates by students who lived with their parents
because of social pressures against smoking on campus (Jones et al., 1992), the reduction
in smoking rates by all students might contribute to the less than one percentage point
difference between students who live on campus and those who live in residence halls in
the current study. In short, a lot fewer students living in both environments are smoking.
Research question 2
Does the usage of those substances differ by age in each group? The analysis
found that the difference in alcohol consumption between students living with their
parents and those living in residence halls decreases as the ages increase. For 18-yearolds, only 25.8% of students who live with their parents used alcohol during the last 30
days as compared to 49.5% of students in the residence hall. By the time both groups
were of legal drinking age at 21, the gap decreased, as 61.2% of students who lived with
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their parents used alcohol as compared to 73.3% of students who lived in residence halls.
Interestingly, more than two-thirds of students of legal drinking age (21 years of age in
all states when the survey was completed) consumed alcohol during the last 30 days as
compared to approximately one-half of students who were ages 18, 19 and 20. From ages
18 to 19 and from 19 to 20, the odds that students will use alcohol increases by 31% and
38%, respectively, but soars 222% from age 20 to the legal drinking age of 21. The
results of the test were statistically significant (p < .001), but follow-up tests indicated
that the model accounted for a relatively small amount of the variance (4.9%).
Age-related differences in smoking behaviors were also evident. At ages 18 and
19, a lower percentage of students who lived with their parents smoked than did those
who lived in residence halls, but by age 20, the percentages of students who smoked in
both living environments was 12%, and by age 21 a greater percentage of students who
lived with their parents smoked than those who lived in residence halls (12.6% and
10.8% respectively). In addition, as the ages of students increased, the odds that they
smoked increased as well, though those results failed to reach statistical significance.
Among students between the ages of 18 and 21, the highest percentages of
marijuana usage occurred among younger students. The percentages of 18-year-olds
living in residence halls who used marijuana (14.8%) nearly doubled the percentage of
usage among students who lived with their parents (7.8%). Among 19-year-olds, 15% of
students living in residence halls reported using marijuana as compared to only 8.1% of
students who lived with their parents. The gap narrows among 20-year-olds, however, as
13.0% of students living in residence halls and 10.0% of students living with their parents
reported using the substance. With regard to 21-year-olds, more students who lived with
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their parents (10.8%) reported using marijuana than those who lived in a residence hall
(9.5%). While the odds were that 19-year-olds would use marijuana at a higher rate than
18-year-olds, regression analysis predicted that 20- and 21-year-olds would be
progressively less likely to consume marijuana. However, as with the test of cigarette
usage, there were substantial statistical limitations on marijuana usage. Follow-up tests
indicated that the model accounted for very little of the variance and it may not predict
actual probabilities.
Results in the current study largely supported previous research on age-related
substance use of college students. Although living arrangement was not included in its
report, the Texas Survey of Substance Use among College Students found more seniors
used alcohol during the last month than freshman. Percentages of students who consumed
cigarettes and marijuana largely stayed the same between the two classifications,
however, although, in a departure from the current study, that study indicated that larger
percentages of both freshmen and seniors used cigarettes as compared to marijuana
(Texas Department of State Health Services, 2007). In addition, Pinchevsky, Arria,
Caldeira, Gardier-Dykstra, Vincent and O‟Grady (2012) found that most (74.3%) of
college students who started using marijuana in college began using the substance in the
first two years of college, and Suerken, Roboussin, Sutfin, Wagoner, Spangler and
Wolfson (2014) found that students who lived on campus, smoked cigarettes and drank
alcohol were more likely to begin using marijuana during their freshman year.
Certainly this experimentation with substance use when student begin their
college experiences follows the emerging adulthood theory postulated by Arnett (2007).
In particular, the age of identity exploration and the age of feeling in-between could lead
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emerging adults to experiment with substances. It seems logical that when peers are
drinking beer and smoking cigarettes or marijuana in a less-controlled environment,
many college students are going to choose to participate as well. Of particular note is the
percentage of students who live with their parents who use cigarettes and marijuana. The
percentage increases for both substances from age 18 to age 21, and the percentage of
students living in a residence hall who use the substances decreases during the same time
ages. It could be that many of the older students in the residence halls are resident
assistants or other students who do not exhibit high levels of substance use behavior and
their substance-using peers may have moved off-campus to a fraternity or sorority or an
apartment. Examining overall substance use behaviors of all students in the NCHA
survey is beyond the scope of this study, but it would be helpful to better understand the
substance use behaviors of all college students at different ages and in different living
environments.
Assumptions and limitations
This study explores the substance use behaviors of two groups of college students:
those who live with their parents and those who live in residence halls. A limitation of the
study is that there are many other living environments for college students, from
apartments to fraternity and sorority houses, that were not included in this study. For
instance, although many college freshmen live in residence halls, they often move to
Greek houses or apartments after their first year. Those who continue to live in residence
halls, including residence hall assistants, may exhibit different substance use behavior
than other students of the same age. That might explain why the percentage of students
living in residence halls who used both cigarettes and marijuana decreased from ages 20
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to 21, while the percentages of students of the same ages who lived with their parents and
used the same substances increased. Therefore, the findings in this study should not be
construed as representative of the substance use behaviors of all college students,
particularly those in the upper age ranges of the study. In addition, in the Gfroerer et al.
(1997) study, if residence hall students were living with their parents at the time they took
the survey (during a between-semester break, for instance), they were classified as living
with their parents. This difference would further complicate comparisons between the
two studies.
The sample of college students used for this study also presented some
limitations. Students at only three two-year colleges (out of 39 total institutions) were
included in the study (ACHA, 2011). According to the American Association of
Community Colleges (2014), 45% of all undergraduates in the United States are
community college students, so they were underrepresented in this study. In addition,
only 14% of all survey respondents indicated they lived with a parent or guardian, which
is far below the national average (51.8%) of students who lived with their parents or
guardian, according to the National Retail Federation (2010).
Finally, important limitations resulted from the statistical analysis performed
using the data. The strongest test outcome predicted that students who lived with their
parents were 55% less likely to have used alcohol during the last 30 days as compared to
their peers who lived on campus, and that as students‟ ages increase their predicted use of
alcohol increases as well. These findings support previous research (Gfroerer et al., 1997;
Wechsler, Lee, Nelson et al., 2002; Dantzer et al., 2006; Texas Department of State
Health Services, 2007). However, follow-up tests indicated that the model accounted for
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only 4.9% of the variance and that the model might not accurately predict actual
probabilities. The analysis for cigarette and marijuana use was even less reliable, with
follow-up tests indicating that the analysis accounted for almost no part of the variance.
Implications for student affairs practice
One of the reasons this study was undertaken was to examine the health behaviors
of traditional-age college students who continue to live at home with their parents. Those
students now constitute a majority of all college students, yet many colleges and
universities may not have programs targeted specifically to improve the health behaviors
of these students. More than 30 years ago, Stewart (1983) noted that factors limit support
for commuter students, including: the unclear role student affairs professionals have in
supporting commuter students, those staff members who support commuters are often
lower in the organizational structure, and the fact that commuters themselves don‟t
request services. More recently, Clark (2006) noted that commuter students often feel
isolated and they may have to make new academic and social connections each semester.
Therefore, the results of this study should help inform student affairs practice and support
for those commuter students who continue to live with their parents.
The results of this study indicate that while students who live with their parents do
drink alcohol and smoke cigarettes and marijuana at lower rates than those students who
live on campus, differences do occur as students age. While only 25.8% of 18 year-old
students who live with their parents consume alcohol, the percentage of users increases to
41.2% among 20-year-olds. For students who live in residence halls, the percentage of
users only increases from 49.5% to 55.1% between ages 18 and 20, respectively. Student
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affairs practitioners may consider adopting programs aimed at keeping the percentages of
students consuming alcohol closer to 25% as they age.
Similarly, the percentage of students who live with their parents who consume
marijuana increases by three percentage points, from 7.8% to 10.8%, between the ages of
18 and 21, while the percentage of users who live in residence halls drops. Cigarette
smoking percentages also increase among students who live at home as those students
age, but they increase by slightly more than 2%. Should student affairs practitioners
design programs to reduce the percentages of commuter students who experiment with
marijuana and use the substance regularly?
Nevertheless, the findings in the present study generally support PBT and
emerging adulthood theoretical frameworks postulated by Jessor and Jessor (1977) and
Arnett (2000), respectively. It does appear that a protective effect regarding substance use
behavior exists with traditional-age students who live with their parents, particularly
among younger students. For instance, 18-year-olds who live with their parents use
alcohol at 23.7% lower rates and marijuana at 7% lower rates than do those students who
live in residence halls, which supports the findings of Suerken et al., 2014. Cigarette
usage percentages are somewhat lower (1.4%) among the same age group. PBT
emphasizes that high levels of parental support and control are important mitigating
factors for problem behaviors (Jessor & Jessor, 1977).
In addition, it is helpful to view the changing substance use behaviors of students
as they age through the lens of emerging adulthood theory. Though experimentation may
be somewhat delayed by the protective effect of living with parents, students who live at
home do appear to experience identity exploration, instability and self-focused ages as
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they age. An example of this is the rapid percentage increase in alcohol usage among
students who live with their parents, from 25.8% when they are age 18, to 41.2% at age
20, and 61.2% at age 21. Increases in usage of all three substances examined in this study
occur among students who live with their parents from ages 18-21. What is causing the
15.4% increase in alcohol usage in students who live with their parents from ages 18 to
20? It is as illegal for a 20-year-old to drink as it is for an 18-year-old to drink, and they
are still living with their parents, so emerging adulthood theory is helpful to understand
these changes as student age. It may be helpful, therefore for student affairs professionals
to continue to examine PBT and emerging adulthood theory as they use empirical results
from studies to design programs and activities to minimize risk behavior of students who
live with their parents.
Implications for Future Research
Certainly, the review of the literature shows that a lack of previous research has
focused on the substance use behaviors of college students who live with their parents.
The present study indicates that large differences exist between both students who live
with their parents and those who live on campus in residence halls and in the percentages
of students in both living arrangements who use which substance. Future studies, both
quantitative and qualitative, should examine the behavioral differences in traditional-age
commuter students. The current study found that more traditional-age students who live
with their parents use alcohol, cigarettes and marijuana as they age, while fewer students
who live in residence halls use cigarettes and marijuana as they age.
Although this study used methods similar to Gfroerer et al. (1997), it cannot be
viewed as a continuation of that research. However, this study does add to the body of
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knowledge regarding college student substance use behavior in the United States. Like
Gfroerer et al., the present study found that a smaller percentage of students who lived
with their parents used alcohol and marijuana than did students who lived in residence
halls. Unlike Gfroerer et al., however, this study found that a smaller percentage of
students who lived with their parents smoked cigarettes as well. (Table 9).
Table 9
Percentage comparison for living arrangement and substance use behavior during the
last 30 days, comparison between present study and Gfroerer, Greenblatt and Wright
(1997)
_____________________________________________________________________
Characteristic

Students in Residence Halls Students with Parents

_____________________________________________________________________
Alcohol
Present study

53.5

38.3

Gfroerer et al.

70.2

54.0

Present study

11.8

10.9

Gfroerer et al.

18.9

19.4

Present study

14.2

8.9

Gfroerer et al.

15.2

8.4

Cigarettes

Marijuana

_____________________________________________________________________
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While this difference may be related to the differences in the sample, it is
interesting to note that the differences in percentages of marijuana consumption remained
largely unchanged in both the present study and Gfroerer et al. (1997), even though the
data for both studies were collected 17 years apart. This focuses attention on the large
reduction in both alcohol and cigarette usage during the same time period. More research,
including larger-scale longitudinal studies, should be completed to see if these trends
exist in other studies and if they can be generalized to the college student population.
Conclusion
Substance use behavior of college students has been identified by policymakers as
a public health concern in the United States (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 2007). In addition, previous research has indicated that traditional-age students
who commute to campus have very different experiences than those students who live on
campus (Newbold, Mehta, & Forbus, 2011; Sessa, 2005). Given that the last study
located which focused on multiple substance behaviors of traditional-age college students
and their living arrangements was published in 1997, this study has attempted to update
research on an increasingly important topic.
This study has found that there are important alcohol, cigarette and marijuana use
behaviors of college students who live with their parents and those who live in residence
halls. Generally, fewer students who live with their parents use the substances studied,
but the usage of those substances increase as they age, in contrast to some of the trends
among students who live in residence halls. Because more college students are choosing
to live with their parents than at any point in recent history, more research on the health
behaviors, including substance use behaviors, of these students should be conducted.
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These studies will help inform student affairs practice and programming and might assist
parents and public health professionals in guarding against increases in risky health
behaviors by these students.
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